and Construction Division of the Navy Department, 
and the Navy Material Laboratory in New York City, 
where he was the officer-in-charge. 

He did not go without significant sea duty during 
these first two decades. After Wyoming, his assignments 
included those as a lieutenant on board USS California 
(BB-44), engineering officer on board the new cruiser 
USS Salt Lake City (CA-25), executive officer of the 
repair ship USS Medusa (AR-1), and commanding 
officer of the destroyer USS Breckinridge (DD-148). He 
was assisting with the fitting out of the cruiser USS 
Baltimore (CA-68) in early 1943 when the sudden call 
to command Alabama was received. 

Kirtland led Alabama as she first entered real wartime 
duties in the North Atlantic in the spring and summer 
of 1943. He took her back to Norfolk in August 1943, 
after which the ship transited the Panama Canal to 
spend the rest of the war in the Pacific. Kirtland was 


FRED DURREL KIRTLAND 
Born 6 November 1892-Died 6 October 1972 


Commanding Officer, USS Alabama, 20 March 1943- 
23 August 1944 


Of the four wartime commanding officers of USS AL 
abama, Fred Kirtland was the only one with extensive 
shore and sea duty in engineering posts. Much of his ca- 
reer prior to arriving on board Alabama was devoted to 
studying the subject or leading engineering commands. 

Kirtland was born in Salina, Kansas, and entered 
the U.S. Naval Academy from there in 1912. After 
graduation in 1916, his early assignments included 
USS Wyoming (BB-32) and postgraduate courses in 
engineering at Columbia University. Other engineering 
assignments in the 1920s and 1930s were at the fuel-oil 
testing plant at the Philadelphia Navy Yard, the Design 


in command when Alabama earned her first five battle 
stars and oversaw her first main-battery bombardments 
at Kwajalein, Nauru, Ponape, and Saipan, as well as 
frequent antiaircraft fire, including during the Battle 
of the Philippine Sea. 

He departed from Alabama in high style when 
relieved by Captain Murphy at Eniwetok in August 
1944; he was catapulted as a passenger on one of the 
ship’s Kingfisher scout planes over the lagoon and 
toward an assignment overseeing the Naval Ordnance 
Plant in Louisville, Kentucky. He returned to the 
Pacific in 1945 to command the Naval Operating Base 
at Okinawa and then held commands training the U.S. 
Atlantic Fleet and overseeing training for amphibious 
operations. He was placed on the retired list on 30 June 
1951 at the rank of vice admiral. He died in 1972 in 
Roslyn, New York, at the age of 79 and was buried in 
nearby Flushing. 
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With the movement of substantial British strength toward the Mediterranean theater, to prepare for the invasion of 
Sicily, the Royal Navy lacked the heavy ships necessary to cover the northern convoy routes. The British appeal for 
help on those lines soon led to the temporary assignment of Alabama and South Dakota (BB-57) to the Home Fleet. 


Under the command of Captain Fred D. Kirtland, on 2 April 1943, Alabama, as part of Task Force (TF) 22, sailed 
for the Orkney Islands with her sister ship and a screen of five destroyers. Proceeding via Little Placentia Sound, 
Argentia Newfoundland, the battleship reached Scapa Flow on 19 May 1943, reporting for duty with TF 61 and 

becoming a unit of the British Home Fleet. She soon embarked on a period of intensive operational training to 
coordinate joint operations. 


Early in June, Alabama and her sister ship, along with British Home Fleet units, covered the reinforcement of the 
garrison on the island of Spitzbergen, which lay on the northern flank of the convoy route to Russia, 1n an operation 
that took the ship across the Arctic Circle. Soon after her return to Scapa Flow, she was inspected by Admiral 
Harold R. Stark, Commander, United States Naval Forces, Europe. 


Shortly thereafter, in July, Alabama participated in Operation "Governor," a diversion aimed toward southern 
Norway, to draw German attention away from the real Allied thrust, toward Sicily. It had also been devised to 
attempt to lure out the German battleship Tirpitz, the sister ship of the famed, but short-lived, Bismarck, but the 
Germans did not rise to the challenge, and the enemy battleship remained in her Norwegian lair. 


Alabama was detached from the British Home Fleet on 1 August 1943, and, in company with South Dakota and 
screening destroyers, sailed for Norfolk, arriving there on 9 August. For the next ten days, Alabama underwent a 
period of overhaul and repairs. This work completed, the battleship departed Norfolk on 20 August 1943 for the 
Pacific. A new and improved SK air-search radar was to be fitted on the Alabama, but because of a time 
constraint and the need for the two battleships of Battleship Division Nine (the Alabama and South Dakota [BB- 
57]) in the Pacific, installation could not be accomplished. Thus, Captain Fred D. Kirtland had the equipment 
loaded aboard, with plans to install 1t at Pearl Harbor. 


A few hours into the Pacific Ocean from the Panama Canal, Captain Kirtland announced that instead of going to 
Pearl Harbor, they would proceed to an advanced base at Havannah Harbor, Efate, in New Hebrides. Five days 
later, Alabama dropped anchor in Havannah Harbor, at Efate, in the New Hebrides, on 14 September. 

The ship's radar pedestal was high on the mast, about 130 feet above the water line, with the mast extending 
about 30 feet higher. Normally, such installation requires use of navy-yard cranes, but Alabama crewmen and 
crewmen from a nearby repair ship muscled block-and-tackle to dismount the original air-search radar and install 
and calibrate the new one. 


Following a month and a half of exercises and training, with fast carrier task groups, the battleship moved 
to Fiji on 7 November. Alabama sailed on 11 November to take part in Operation "Galvanic", the assault on 
the Japanese-held Gilbert Islands. She screened the fast carriers as they launched attacks on Jaluit and 
Mille atolls, Marshall Islands, to neutralize Japanese airfields located there. Alabama supported landings on 
Tarawa on 20 November and later took part in the securing of Betio and Makin. On the night of 26 
November, Alabama twice opened fire to drive off enemy aircraft that approached her formation. 


On 8 December 1943, Alabama, along with five other fast battleships, carried out the first Pacific gunfire 
strike conducted by that type of warship. Alabama's guns hurled 535 rounds into enemy strongpoints, as 
she and her sister ships bombarded Nauru Island, an enemy phosphate-producing center, causing severe 
damage to shore installations there. She also took the destroyer Boyd (DD-544), alongside after that ship 
had received a direct hit from a Japanese shore battery on Nauru, and brought three injured men on board 
for treatment. 


She then escorted the carriers Blinker Hill (CV-17) and Monterey (CVL-26) back to Efate, arriving on 12 

December. Alabama departed the New Hebrides for Pearl Harbor on 5 January 1944, arrived on the 12th, 

and underwent a brief drydocking at the Pearl Harbor Navy Yard. After replacement of her port outboard 
propeller, and routine maintenance, Alabama was again underway to return to action in the Pacific. 


Alabama reached Funafuti, Ellice Islands, on 21 January 1944, and there rejoined the fleet. Assigned to Task 
Group (TG) 58.2, which was formed around Essex (CV-9), Alabama left the Ellice Islands on 25 January to 
help carry out Operation "Flintlock," the invasion of the Marshall Islands. Alabama, along with sister ship 
South Dakota and the fast battleship North Carolina (BB-55), bombarded Roi on 29 January and Namur on 
30 January; she hurled 330 rounds of 16-inch and 1,562 of 5-inch toward Japanese targets, destroying planes, 
airfield facilities, blockhouses, buildings, and gun emplacements. Over the following days of the campaign, 
Alabama patrolled the area north of Kwajalein Atoll. On 12 February 1944, Alabama sortied with the Bunker 
Hill task group to launch attacks on Japanese installations, aircraft and shipping at Truk. Those raids, 
launched on 16 and 17 February, caused heavy damage to enemy shipping concentrated at that island base. 


Leaving Truk, Alabama began steaming toward the Marianas to assist in strikes on Tinian, Saipan and Guam. 
During this action, while repelling enemy air attacks on 21 February 1944, 5-inch mount no. 9 accidentally 
fired into mount no. 5. Five men died, and 11 were wounded in the mishap. 


After the strikes were completed on 22 February, Alabama conducted a sweep looking for crippled enemy 
ships southeast of Saipan, and eventually returned to Majuro on 26 February 1944. There she served 
temporarily as flagship for Vice Admiral Marc A. Mitscher, Commander, TF 58, from 3 to 8 March. 


Alabama's next mission was to screen the fast carriers as they hurled air strikes against Japanese positions 

on Palau, Yap, Ulithi, and Woleai, Caroline Islands. She steamed from Majuro on 22 March 1944 with TF 

58 in the screen of Yorkiown (CV-10). On the night of 29 March, about six enemy planes approached TG 

58.3, in which Alabama was operating, and four broke off to attack ships in the vicinity of the battleship. 
Alabama downed one unassisted, and helped in the destruction of another. 


On 30 March, planes from TF 58 began bombing Japanese airfields, shipping, fleet servicing facilities, and 

other installations on the islands of Palau, Yap, Ulithi and Woleai. During that day, Alabama again provided 

antiaircraft fire whenever enemy planes appeared. At 2045 on the 30th, a single plane approached TG 58.3, 
but Alabama and other ships drove it off before it could cause any damage. 


The battleship returned briefly to Majuro, before she sailed on 13 April with TF 58, this time in the screen of 
Enterprise (CV-6). In the next three weeks, TF 58 hit enemy targets on Hollandia, Wakde, Sawar, and Sarmi 
along the New Guinea coast; covered Army landings at Aitape, Tanahmerah Bay, and Humboldt Bay; and 

conducted further strikes on Truk. 


As part of the preliminaries to the invasion of the Marianas, Alabama, in company with five other fast 
battleships, shelled the large island of Ponape, in the Carolines, the site of a Japanese airfield and seaplane 
base. As Alabama's Capt. Fred T. Kirtland subsequently noted, the bombardment, of 70 minutes' duration, 
was conducted in a "leisurely manner." Alabama then returned to Majuro on 4 May 1944 to prepare for the 

invasion of the Marianas. 


After a month spent in exercises and refitting, Alabama again got under way with TF 58 to participate in 
Operation "Forager." On 12 June, Alabama screened the carriers striking Saipan. On 13 June, Alabama took 
part in a six-hour preinvasion bombardment of the west coast of Saipan, to soften the defenses and cover the 

initial minesweeping operations. Her spotting planes reported that her salvoes had caused great destruction 
and fires in Garapan town. Though the shelling appeared successful, it proved a failure due to the lack of 
specialized training and experience required for successful shore bombardment. Strikes continued as troops 
invaded Saipan on 15 June. 


On 19 June, during the Battle of the Philippine Sea, Alabama operated with TG 58.7, and provided the first 
warning to TF 58 of the incoming Japanese air strike when she reported having detected a large bogie 
“bearing 268° true, distance 141 miles, angels 24 or greater, closing...” on her air search radar at 1006. In 
response to Commander Task Force 58 (Vice Admiral Marc A. Mitscher)’s immediate request for 
confirmation: battleship Iowa (BB-61) substantiated Alabama’s report. 


Beginning at 1046 and continuing over the course of the next five hours, the Japanese hurled repeated 
strikes against Vice Admiral Mitscher’s fast carrier force, seven raids in all. Three of those involved TG 
58.7, and two of which saw Alabama opening fire. 


In the first instance, only two planes managed to penetrate the formation to attack South Dakota, but her 
sister ship suffered one bomb hit that killed one officer and 20 enlisted men and wounded an additional 23. 
An hour later a second wave, composed largely of torpedo bombers, bore in, but Alabama’s barrage 
discouraged two planes from attacking the already bloodied South Dakota. The intense concentration paid 
to the incoming torpedo planes left one dive bomber nearly undetected, and it managed to drop its load near 
Alabama; the two small bombs were near-misses, and caused no damage. 


What U.S. Navy pilots came to call the “Marianas Turkey Shoot" severely depleted Japanese 
naval air power, and Alabama had had a hand in it, as Commander TG 58.7 (Vice Admiral Willis 
A. Lee) recognized in his TBS (low-frequency voice radio) message at 1247: “In the matter of 
reporting initial bogies, to IOWA well done, to ALABAMA very well done.” Alabama’s “early 
warning” had allowed the carriers to scramble their fighters and intercept the in-bound enemy “at 
a considerable distance” from TF 58 than would otherwise have been possible. 


Alabama continued patrolling areas around the Marianas to protect the American landing forces 
on Saipan, screening the fast carriers as they struck enemy shipping, aircraft, and shore 
installations on Guam, Tinian, Rota, and Saipan. She then retired to the Marshalls for upkeep. 


Alabama, as flagship for Rear Admiral E. W. Hanson, Commander, Battleship Division 9, left 
Eniwetok on 14 July 1944, sailing with the task group formed around Bunker Hill. She screened 
the fast carriers as they conducted preinvasion attacks and support of the landings on the island 
of Guam on 21 July. She returned briefly to Eniwetok on 11 August. 


In August of 1944 Captain Kirtland departed the Alabama in high style when relieved. He was 
catapulted as a passenger on a Kingfisher scout plane towards an assignment overseeing the Naval 
Ordinance Plant in Louisville, Kentucky. He returned to the Pacific in 1945 to command the Naval 
Operating Base at Okinawa and then held commands training the U.S. Atlantic Fleet and overseeing 
training for amphibious operations. He was placed on the retired list on June 30th, 1951. 


Captain Fred Kirtland (pictured above), 
relieved of command by Captain Vincent 
Murphy, departs on board one of the 
Kingfisher scout planes, 23 August 1944, 
Eniwetok Atoll. (U.S. Navy) 


Admiral Hewitt, 
representative of the chief 
of naval operations on the 
military staff committee of 
the security council of the 

United Nations, pays an 
inspection visit to his old 
command, the Amphibious 
Force, U.S. Atlantic Fleet, 
Little Creek, Virginia, 
commanded then by Rear 
Admiral Fred D. Kirtland. 
From left to right are: 
Brigadier General W.A. 
Worton, USMC; Admiral 
Hewitt; and Rear Admiral 
Fred D. Kirtland. 
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